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ABSTRACT
The Defeathered Bird: A Case Study of the Boeing 737 Max Crisis
by
Ernest Ansah Eshun

On April 10, 2019, a global crisis began outside Ethiopia’s capital, Addis Ababa. A
Boeing 737 Max 8 airplane owned and operated by Ethiopian Airline crashed in the
desert killing all on board. The accident mimicked a six months old Lion Air flight 610
which happened in Indonesia and claimed the lives of all crew and passengers.
Together, these accidents claimed the lives of 346 people and have been noted as one
of the dark days in modern aviation history. Subsequently, the aviation world grounded
all Boeing 737 Max aircrafts amid safety concerns. This brought severe public criticism
to Boeing, America’s biggest manufacturing exporter, relative to the safety of its flagship
airplane. Applying crisis communication theories such as Apologia, SCCT, and Image
Restoration, the study finds that these strategies together with other public relations
strategies could support public perception in favor of Boeing.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
On March 10, 2019, an accident in Ethiopia ignited a crisis that would affect the
global aviation industry and become a reputation threat to the biggest exporter in the
United States - Boeing. A Kenya-bound Boeing 737 belonging to Ethiopian Airlines flight
302 came down near a small village killing all 157 people on board six minutes after
take-off from Bole airport. The accident was noted to have happened in a similar fashion
to a Lion Air accident in Indonesia which involved another 737 MAX 8 in October the
previous year and killed all crew on board.
The combined effect of these two accidents within a space of six months
triggered considerable concern among stakeholders relative to the safety of Boeing’s
flagship airplane. A sporadic worldwide grounding of the plane commenced in China
when the country banned the plane from its airspace. Shortly, other countries followed
suit, and soon the 737 MAX airplane became grounded effectively in April 2019.
The manufacturer, Boeing, initially demonstrated confidence in the 737 Max and
did not accept full responsibility of the accidents. The global aerospace giant rather
blamed both accidents on pilot errors. However, as more evidence surfaced, Boeing
drifted from their initial stance of “pilot error” to accepting full responsibility of both
crashes and apologized accordingly.
The United States Congress commenced inquiry into the cause of the accidents
with the aim of understanding the mystery surrounding the crisis. Ultimately, the House
identified a number of contributing factors including a developing culture of concealment
at Boeing, management unethical decisions, and relaxed safety standards in the
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production of the 737 MAX and Boeing’s growing influence over the regulator - Federal
Aviation Authority (i.e., FAA).
According to the company’s own admission coupled with media and the House
Committee’s report, it became evident that Boeing’s reputation as the standard in global
aviation industry is badly damaged. In response, Boeing rolled out several crisis
management strategies aimed at repairing its image and regaining the trust of
stakeholders. This research seeks to answer the following questions:
i)

What was/were Boeing’s crisis communication strategy(ies)?

ii)

Are the crisis response strategies employed by Boeing commensurate with
the level of attribution of responsibility?

iii)

What are the ethical considerations surrounding Boeing’s crisis response
strategies?
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Chapter 2. Literature Review
This chapter is dedicated to the study of relevant literature concerning the topic
of crisis communication. Thus, an academic review was conducted on related studies
concerning public relations theories, models, and key terminologies such as
organizational crisis, crisis communication, reputation, and public perception.
Scholars have defined public relations in different ways. According to Swann
(2014), public relations is “the management function that entails planning, research,
publicity, promotion, and collaborative decision making to help an organization’s ability
to listen to, appreciate, and respond appropriately to persons and groups whose mutual
beneficial relationships the organization needs to foster as it strives to achieve its
mission and vision” (p. 2). In a rather concise manner, Grunig and Hunt (1984), also
defined public relations as “the management of communication between an organization
and its publics” (p. 4).
Similarly, the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) defines public relations
as a strategic communication exercise that constructs a mutually beneficial relationship
between an individual or organization and its publics. Central to the above definitions is
the important role of communication in the management effort of entities.
Grunig and Huang (2000) argue that public relations is about relationship
management through an on-going process rooted in trust, involvement, openness,
investment, commitment, satisfaction, and control mutuality. This is in sharp contrast to
other forms of mass communication such as adverting which is purely paid media
(Wynne, 2014). Public relations scholars have developed several models that sought to
explain the significant role of public relations to an organization and society.
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Public Relations Models
Press Agentry Model
According to Daugherty (2013), press agentry is known to be the earliest form of
public relations. It involves the exercise of drawing the attention of the media through
strategies that draw attention irrespective of how unpopular. Press agentry tactics
includes publicity stunts, faux rallies or gatherings, staged events, hype, and spin. This
model of public relations is described as the earliest and primarily employed one-way
communication which does not regard truth as an essential component. Rather, press
agentry is known for short-term persuasion prowess which uses distortion and
inaccurate information through staged provocative acts to draw attention to an event,
cause or individual. An example of this would be the tactics of Barnum, who was widely
regarded as a circus promoter in the early days of public relations (Brown, 2006).
Public Information Model
The beginning of the 20th century saw the birth of a new and second model of
public relations: the public information model. Grunig and Hunt (1984) theorize that the
public information model is a deviation from the manipulative tactics employed in the
press agentry model and presents more accurate information. However, the direction of
communication remains one-way. As a result, the model does not encourage research
into audience analysis to guide communication strategy and tactics.
Two-way Asymmetrical Model
Following on the heels of public information is the two-way asymmetric model.
This model is characterized by persuasive messages aimed at key stakeholders.
Different from previous models, public relations practice under this model involves
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conducting research to understand audience attitude and motivation, which in turn
influences the communication strategy (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). The two-way
asymmetrical model is predominantly popular in consumer marketing and advertising,
disciplines that are specifically interested in sending persuasive messages and
increasing an organization’s bottom line (Roberts, 2013).
Two-way Symmetrical Model
Beginning from press agentry and public information, two-way asymmetrical
public relations models have evolved to the current two-way symmetrical model (Grunig
& Hunt, 1984). Cutlip and Center first described public relations as a two-way
communication as well as a management function in 1952. However, their notion of the
management of the two-way communication was vague (Cutlip et al., 1994). Grunig,
Grunig, and Dozier (2006), offered a more developed perspective of the management of
two-way communication with the introduction of the two-way symmetrical model of
communication. Grunig (2001), described the two-way symmetrical model as primarily
ensuring that an organization’s decisions are mutually beneficial between itself and its
stakeholders. This study explores the type of communication model that existed
concerning the Boeing 737 model after reviewing foundational theories.
Excellence Theory
Among the few theories that explains the worth of public relations to an
organization and how it should be practiced in the interest of both the organization and
its publics is the excellence theory. Promulgated by James E. Grunig, the excellence
theory came out of the study of best practices in communication management in a span
of 15 years. The study was sponsored by the International Association of Business
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Communication (IABC) Research Foundation and hinges on four cardinal points:
direction, purpose, channel, and ethics. The excellence theory is an amalgamation of
several mid-range public relations areas such as employee relations, internal
communications, gender, diversity, investor relations, media relations, activism, ethics,
publics, public relations roles, power, social responsibility, and global public relations.
The theory’s general outlook proposes that the value of communication can be
manifested in four distinct ways: program level, functional level, organization level, and
societal level (Grunig, 2016).
The theory underscores the value of public relations to an organization and
society. Considering the overall effect of management decisions, the theory establishes
the quality of relationships that should exist between an organization and its publics.
The theory further stresses that the survival of an organization depends on how it
behaves towards solving and meeting the goals of its publics (Grunig & Grunig, 2003).
Moreover, for an organization to be successful, it must act in a manner that
addresses and satisfies the objectives of its publics. Failure to do so will result in a
situation where the publics will bring undue pressure to the organization with the aim of
coercing the organization to help solve an existing problem. Either way, the publics may
oppose the organization in ways that could risk organizational policies, procedures, and
bring financial risk as well (Grunig, 2016). By way of caution, Grunig (2003) notes that
failure to do this could incense stakeholders, bring undue pressure, and add cost and
risk to the organization.
Additionally, organizations are expected to act in a sustainable way, ways that
will ensure that organizations are able to nurture a healthy relationship between
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themselves and the publics. However, to achieve this, organizations should survey their
business and operating environment to identify stakeholders that are or would be
affected by potential organizational decisions or seeking decisions that would address
critical issues to them (Grunig, 2016).
As a result, organizations should consider making a concerted effort to
communicate symmetrically with the stakeholders considering the interest of both
parties to establish a mutually beneficial long-term relationship (Grunig, 2016). Findings
from the International Association of Business Communication (IABC) Research in 1984
revealed that a healthy relationship had value to an organization because they reduced
the costs of litigation, regulation, legislation, and negative publicity caused by poor
relationships; reduced the risk of making decisions that affect different stakeholders;
and/or increased revenue by providing products and services needed by stakeholders
(Grunig, 2003).
Against this theoretical background concerning the value of public relations,
Grunig’s excellence theory derives principles for how the function of public relations
should be organized to maximize its value. Firstly, it identifies that the inclusion of public
relations in strategic management was critical in harnessing its value. The study also
noted that public relations practitioners play both strategic and administrative
managerial roles (Grunig, 2003).
Further, the study identified that public relations loses its distinctive role in
strategic management when it is described as a marketing or other management
function. For instance, deflecting public relations to marketing usually prompts
asymmetrical communication. The study continues to explain that an excellent public
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relations function did cooperate with other management functions to help foster a
healthy relationship with publics (Grunig, 2003).
Again, the theory stated that symmetrical system of internal communication
enhances job satisfaction for employees and increases their approval for the
organization. Nonetheless, typically, internal communication is not practiced
symmetrically except when an organization practices inclusive rather than authoritarian
corporate culture and exhibits a decentralized or less stratified structure rather than a
centralized structure (Grunig, 2003).
The birth of the excellence theory/two-way symmetrical model development has
brought a paradigm shift to the practice of public relations. Currently, practitioners and
scholars embrace public relations as an effective way of establishing, managing, and
repairing relationships between an organization and its publics through communication.
In addition, Grunig et al. (1996) assert that public relations practitioners have widened
their scope of understanding and observe the practice as part of a strategic
management function through which organizations relate with their stakeholders before
and after management decisions are made.
Grunig and Hunt (2013) argue that an organization’s reputation should be
managed strategically with the inclusion of public relations practitioners in strategic
decision-making processes to help construct the behavior of the organization and its
relationships with publics. Against this background, the excellence theory could be
described as a democratic framework which enables public relations practitioners to
create mutual relationships between an organization and its publics. The model is also a
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great tool for establishing lasting relationships, mend broken relationships, as well as
strengthen existing relationships.
Finally, the ethics aspect deals with the integrity and moral aspect of public
relations practice. According to Grunig and Grunig (1996), The ethical consideration in
public relations can be categorized as teleology, disclosure, and social responsibility.
They explained that whilst teleology is the consequence of public relations practices,
social responsibility is the extent of responsibility which captures the society beyond
directly related publics of an organization. Lastly, disclosure explains that the advocacy
and asymmetrical communication function of public relations could be ethical as far as
the target audience is educated on whose interest the communication serves.
Several crisis studies pivot on the four models of the excellence theory (i.e.,
press agentry, public information, two-way asymmetrical, and two-way symmetrical
model. However, the two-way symmetrical model is regarded as normative standard
which espouse the most ethical and effective way on how public relations should be
practice by organizations at all times including crisis.
Crisis Definition
How to precisely define what a crisis is has proved elusive to both scholars and
practitioners in communication. Even with several developments on the subject, there is
no one universally accepted definition of the term (Coombs, 2010). As a result, many
conceptual definitions have been propounded to attempt a clear definition. The study
highlights well-known definition of the term below.
Fearn-Banks (2017) defines crisis as a major occurrence which carries a
potentially negative outcome to affect an individual, organization, company or industry
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and its publics, services, or reputation. A crisis disrupts normal organizational
operations, threatens its existence, and even has the potential to bring large
corporations to its knees. Also, Coombs (1999) defines crisis as a major unpredictable
event or threat, that can have a negative effective on an organization, industry, or public
if not managed properly.
Also, Mitroff and Anagnos (2001) stated that a crisis is an event that affects or
could possibly affect an entire organization. Thus, if an event affects only a portion of an
organization, it may not be classified as crisis. they continued that for an event to be
termed crisis, it must have a major impact on human lives, financial earning, property,
reputation, and the general well-being of an organization.
Intriguingly, while Barton (2001) implied that crisis is an unexpected incident that
is negative and overwhelming, Fink (1986) argued that crisis is a turning point for better
or worse. Against this background, Coombs (1999), posited that irrespective of how
crisis is conceptualized by different people, there are always many similarities in the
outcome. Regardless of the outcome, Coombs (1999) stated that opportunity and threat
are more an occasion of the outcome of the crisis management efforts rather than a
defining characteristic of crisis.
Classification of Crisis
The occurrence of crisis is characterized by a combination of internal and
external factors that are related to an organization. These factors may be exclusively
responsible or interact with other elements to create a crisis event. Although these
factors constitute the two main causes of crisis, it is important to note that every crisis is
distinct from the other (Mitroff & Anagnos, 2001). To understand the different types of
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crisis, Hwang and Lichtenthal (2000), classify crisis into two main groups: abrupt and
cumulative. Abrupt crises are occasioned by a sudden internal or external impact which
create conflict between an organization and its publics. On the other hand, cumulative
crises build up slowly by planting a seed in an organization and gradually develop to
create disruption in the day to day running of an organization.
Meyers (1986) identifies nine types of business-related crises as follows:
1. Crisis in public perception.
2. Sudden market shifts.
3. Product failure.
4. Top-management succession.
5. Finances.
6. Industrial relations.
7. Hostile takeovers.
8. Adverse international events.
9. Regulation and deregulation.
Boeing is a publicly traded business entity, as such, this study will explore the
type of crisis the experienced as a result of the 737 Max accidents involving Lion Air
flight 610 and Ethiopian Airline flight 302.
Crisis Management
Coombs (2007) explains crisis management as a set of interventions designed to
prevent and/or lessen the impact of a crisis situation. It could be thought of as a process
with several movable parts, which includes detection and prevention measures, crisis
management measures, and post crisis or evaluation exercise. Frandsen and Johansen
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(2017) postulate that, researchers have employed staged approaches; the idea that
crisis has a life cycle, therefore the management process should be divided into stages
or phases to match the crisis lifecycle. Each of the stages contain a range of tools and
disciplines. In what was termed ‘anatomy of the crisis,’ Fink (1986) constructed four
stages of the crisis management process – namely: [1] prodromal stage, [2] acute state
[3] chronic stage, and [4] resolution stage. Consequently, Mitroff (1994), enlarged the
model from four to five stages with the following; [1] signal detection, [2] probing and
prevention, [3] damage containment, [4] recovery, and [5] learning. The stages in this
model do not correspond with the stages in the crisis lifecycle. However, the model
represents an entirely different crisis management intervention.
In an attempt to offer an integrative structure for academia and the professional
practice of crisis management, Coombs (1999) developed a three-phase system where
each phase encapsulates three micro-stages: 1) pre-crisis phase captures signal
detection, prevention, and preparation, 2) crisis phase covers recognition, containment,
and recovery, and 3) post-crisis stage covers learning, and evaluation. The pre-crisis
phase entails all the proactive processes which include the conceptualization, planning,
and response simulation activities. The crisis phase represents the moment a crisis
finally materializes to the knowledge of the general public and or the organization. The
crisis phase most often occasions event-oriented activities such as press conferences
and other damage control measures. The post-crisis phase is the final phase of the
crisis management system. It involves a thorough evaluation of all events surrounding
an incident including their contribution and consequences for the organization.
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This is a widely acknowledged crisis management classification system within
the field of crisis communication, and public relations. Many public relations groups,
including the Institute of Public Relations (IPR), acknowledge this system of crisis
management, and they have considerable content of Coombs’ model of crisis
classification on their website. This study will examine the various crisis management
phases surrounding the Boeing 737 Max crisis and explore their contributing impact on
the overall incident.
Effective Crisis Communication
The essence of crisis management is communication (Coombs, 2012). Through
communication, information is gathered, processed into knowledge, and shared with
relevant stakeholders during crisis. Fearn-Banks (2017) defines crisis communication as
the discourse between an organization and its publics before, during, and after a
negative incident. Communication plays a crucial role within any incident management
system. It could be thought of as the fulcrum around which all other parts of the incident
management efforts revolve. Effective crisis communication strategy does not only
prevent or reduce the impact of crisis, rather it should be used to enhance the
reputation of an organization in a more positive outlook than had existed before (FearnBanks, 2017).
Further, crisis communication is a complex exercise which goes beyond an
organization taking steps to protect its symbolic capital or reputation before its
stakeholders. It involves identifying affected publics and sharing relevant information
with them in a timely manner (Frandsen & Johansen, 2010). The place of crisis
communication within a comprehensive crisis management structure includes but is not
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limited to the following: employee or internal relations, media relations, community
relations, consumer relations, investor relations, government or regulator relations, and
international relations where appropriate. Rather, it encompasses establishing
measures that would signal prodromes, suggest a remedy, and address an incident
when it happens by creating continuously healthy communication with the publics
irrespective of how they are affected by an incident (Fearn-Banks, 2017).
Crisis Communication Theoretical Foundations
An academic theory brings understanding to a phenomenon that is not easily or
immediately observable. In social sciences, theory performs this purpose by making
conceivable an occurrence or why people act in a certain manner (Biesta, Alan, &
Edwards, 2011). Although there are arguments which suggest a dichotomy between
theory and practice, Biesta et al. (2011) explain the relationship between theory and
empirical, or theory and use as conjoined. They argue that theory impacts practice and
experiential impact theory making them inseparable. As a result, any attempt towards
separating theory from practice is not helpful (Biesta et al., 2011).
Over the years, academic researchers have propounded different theories which
seeks to offer insights into how organizational crisis could be prevented and/or
managed effectively. Because crisis communication is a relatively new field, FearnBanks (2017), maintains it profits from theories in sociology, psychology, and
communications (embracing rhetoric and persuasion). However, this growing field has
witnessed the development of theories that seek to explain specific incidents, emerging
trends, and complex phenomena.
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The following crisis communication theories – situational crisis communication,
(SCCT) apologia, and image restoration theories have been adopted to examine the
communication interaction between Boeing and its publics. It is the expectation that
these theories would bring clarity to the phenomenon under study.
Situational Crisis Communication Theory
Promulgated by crisis communication scholar Timothy Coombs, situational crisis
communication theory (SCCT) suggests that crisis could be categorized based on the
ascriptions of crisis responsibility that are generated (Coombs, 2016). Research data
revealed that there are three main categories of crisis responsibility - namely, victim,
accidental, and preventable (Coombs, 2016). When poorly managed, the victim,
accidental, and preventable responsibility could have a direct impact on an
organization’s reputation. As a result, organizations should match the crisis response
strategy to the level of crisis responsibility and reputational threat posed (Coombs,
2009).
Basically, SCCT is premised on matching the crisis response strategy to the level
of responsibility attributed to an entity (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). The theory has
served as a framework for several studies on organizational crisis communication.
SCCT states that the level of responsibility attributed to an organization for a crisis
should correspond to the recommended intervention to maximize the protection of an
organization’s reputation. SCCT maintains that when the publics increasingly perceive
an organization culpable for a crisis, crisis managers should implement response
strategies that demonstrate greater concern for the crisis victims to successfully protect
the organization’s reputation (Coombs, 2016).
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Based on the attribution each generates, SCCT categorizes crisis into three
types: victim, accidental, and preventable. Further it argues that people attribute
different level of responsibility to various types of crisis. While the victim crisis types
such as product tampering and workplace violence create very low attribution of crisis
responsibility, the accidental crisis like technical error creates minimal attribution.
However, the preventable crisis in the form of management misconduct and corporate
illegal undertakings generate very strong attribution.
For an example of attribution, Boeing CEO Dennis Muilenburg explained during a
Senate hearing concerning the two 737 Max accidents in 2019, that the two accidents
were occasioned by the incorrect repeated activation of a flight control system called
Maneuvering Characteristics Augmentation System (MCAS), just one safety issue
among other safety issues which the company failed to address properly, thus admitting
the company’s culpability for the two accidents (Josephs, 2019). The study examines
the level of attribution of the Max 737 crisis relative to Boeing’s crisis communication
strategy.
Apologia Theory
According to Fearn-Banks (2010), apologia theory denotes the reaction of an
organization after it has been accused of misconduct or blamed in a crisis. An
organization’s response to a crisis could take many forms including denial, clarification,
or apology through communication exercise. Further, apologia theory includes an
organization disassociating itself from false crisis information. Rendering actual apology
(conciliation) to the publics is considered part of apologia theory.
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Additionally, Kruse (1981) argues that there must be three elements present in a
situation to be considered apologetic: 1) there must be an element of an ethical charge
of misconduct, 2) the situation requires an entity to respond defensively to protect its
reputation, and 3) the situation must be delivered by the entity in defense of itself. On
the contrary, Kruse rejects the possibility of organizational apologia since organizations
are sometimes considered juristic individuals.
As a theory, the apologia framework seeks to explain crisis phenomena, predict
trends, and inform practice. Serger and Sellnow (2016) maintain that apologia is a
useful theory which helps to explain the form of a message, when it is likely to be
delivered, the personality behind the message, and predicts which strategies are likely
to be successful.
Image Restoration Theory
Also known as image repair, the theory was propounded by Benoit (1997) and
suggests that an organization in crisis may enhance its image through selfdetermination of what is threatening its image and which stakeholders must be targeted
with persuasive messages in order to restore a positive outlook. The theory states that
an image can only be improved but not completely restored. Again, it addresses the
question of what an organization can communicate when it is perceived to have
engaged in wrongdoing (Benoit, 2015).
Irrespective of what happens, an organization may experience reputation
damage only when it is believed to be responsible for an unfavorable act. However, the
responsibility can take different shapes. An organization could be criticized for acts it
ordered, encouraged, performed, permitted, facilitated, and encouraged. The crucial
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point, however, is the weight of perception in the attribution of responsibility. So long as
the perception of wrongdoing exists within the publics, an organization’s image
becomes threatened (Benoit, 1997).
The topology of image restoration theory is more far-reaching than earlier theory
(i.e., apologia) on which it builds. The theory outlines five broad classifications of image
repair strategies that can be used minimize a crisis effect: i) denial, ii) evasion of
responsibility, iii) reducing the offensiveness of the act, iv) corrective action, and v)
mortification. The denial strategy disputes that the organization did nothing untoward or
the organization is not associated to a crisis. Evasion of responsibility maintains that the
organization assume a limited responsibility for a crisis (e.g. an accident). Reducing the
offensiveness strategy works to paint a less threatening picture to the publics.
Corrective action is the attempt to repair the damage, avert a recurrence or both.
Finally, the organization takes responsibility of the crisis and apologize in the
mortification strategy (Benoit, 1997).
To conduct an image restoration analysis on an organization’s strategy, Benoit
(1995) explains that researchers must first identify the words and actions used by an
organization to defend its reputation. These words and actions are then grouped
according to the topology of the theory. Image restoration strategies are applicable to
both organizations and individuals. Benoit (2004) explains that organizations may
commit greater resources to image restoration efforts than individuals for several
reasons including budget size and reach. However, the basic assumption of the image
restoration theory remains the same for both organizations and individuals.
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The Dialogic Function of Public Relations
The etymology of the word dialogue is rooted in two Greek words “dia” and
“logos” which translates into “through” and “meaning” respectively (Bohm, 2013).
According to researchers, the concept of dialogue is rooted in multiple disciplines
including psychology, rhetoric, philosophy, and communication. Dialogue is thought of
as one of the principal means of divorcing truth from falsehood. By far, it is considered
one of the most ethical forms of communication which involves a deliberate effort to
appreciate the contribution of each party (Kent & Taylor, 2001).
With respect to public relations, Kent and Taylor (2001) describe dialogue as
communication with publics that is centered around an issue. Irrespective of their
inclination, the members of the publics could have either opposition or similar views as
explained by Grunig and White (1992). However, in some instances, Heath (2000)
explains that rhetorical dialogue comprises statements and counterstatements. Present
in this idea of dialogue is the advocacy function of public relations in an organization’s
communication policy.
Even though dialogic communication remains an important tool to establish a
healthy relationship between an organization and its publics, researchers maintain it is
not easy to operationalize or reduce to a few steps. This is largely because dialogue
consists of a several coherent tenets. These assumptions form the baseline towards the
public relations theory of dialogue. Further, it is important to note that dialogue is not a
remedy. Dialogue cannot coerce an organization to behave ethically, and it is not the
appropriate mechanism in some circumstances (Kent & Taylor, 2001).
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Dialogue comprises five orientations namely: i) mutuality - which signifies the
recognition of the relationship between an organization and its publics, ii) propinquity which means the spontaneity and temporality of interactions, iii) empathy – which
translates to the support and endorsement of public interests, iv) risk or the
preparedness to engage with the publics on their own terms and, v) commitment, which
expresses the extent to which an organization gives itself over to the understanding and
interpretation in its communication with the publics. In this study, the researcher will
examine the dialogic interaction between Boeing and its publics.
A Brief History of Boeing
Boeing is an American aeronautic and aerospace giant. The company was
formed on July 15, 1916, by William E. Boeing and George Conrad Westervelt. At the
beginning, the company was named B and W and later changed to Pacific Aero
Products before finally becoming the Boeing Airplane Company (Petrescu et al., 2017).
The company is headquartered in Chicago, Illinois and specializes in the manufacture of
civil aircraft and helicopters. Boeing also designs military aircraft, helicopters, satellites,
and rockets with its defense, space, and subsidiary.
During the 1920s, Boeing designed several aircraft models for the military and for
other transportation purposes. Nonetheless, the B-1, Boeing’s first commercial airplane,
was not used for its intended purpose - air passenger travels, rather, the aircraft
rendered mail services and won the company many delivery contracts from the U.S.
Post Office. Throughout World War II, Boeing predominantly produced military aircraft
such as the B-17 and B-29 which became famous military airpower at the time
(Lawrence & Thornton, 2005).
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Post WW2, the need for military aircraft dropped significantly, which contributed
to the loss of jobs for thousands of workers at the company. Consequently, the
company switched to the production of commercial airplanes that would be driven by
turbofans rather than propellers and could cross the Atlantic Ocean. The new aircrafts
saw the turnaround of the company’s economic situation in the 1980s when the demand
for air travel increased exponentially (Lawrence & Thornton, 2005). Presently, Boeing
remains one of the biggest names in the aviation and aeronautic business despite fierce
competition from its European rival – Airbus. Boeing is credited with some of the world’s
most acclaimed airplanes including the 747, 777, 737, and the famous 787 Dreamliner.
Background of Boeing 737 Max 8
The North American aircraft manufacturer launched the new version of the most
commercially successful airplane, the 737 Max, in August 2011. The 737 Max is the
fourth generation of the 737 and the successor of 737 (NG) Next Generation. The 737
Max 8 was out doored on August 30, 2011 and had its inaugural flight on January 29,
2016. Subsequently, the plane received certification by the Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) in March 2017 (Wash, 2017). Within a few years of operation, the
737 Max soon became the manufacturer’s flagship airplane and the preferred carrier for
most airlines. The 737 Max was touted for its fuel-efficient and quieter CFM
International LEAP 1B engines and lower operating cost. Against this background, the
company sold nearly four hundred (400) units to over fifty (50) airlines across the globe
(Cruz, 2020).
Boeing designed and sold the 737 Max in four models ranging from one hundred
and thirty-eight (138) to two hundred and thirty (230) passenger seats. The fourth-
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generation airplanes – 737 Max 7,8, and 9 are envisioned to replace the older 737 700,
800 and 900 models respectively (Cruz, 2020).
The Boeing 737 MAX Crisis
On April 10, 2019, a Boeing 737 – Max 8 airplane belonging to Ethiopian Airlines
crashed at Hama village near Bishoftu. The Nairobi bound flight came down outside
Addis Ababa killing all 157 passengers and crew on board, just six minutes after take-off
from the Bole airport. Subsequent investigations revealed the crash was caused by a
faulty sensor which sent erroneous information to the Maneuvering Characteristics
Augmentation System (MCAS) and triggered an automated system on the plane. The
system is said to have taken control of the airplane, pushed the nose down, and
resulted in the crash (Reuters, 2019).
The accident was noted to have happened in a similar fashion to a Lion Air
accident involving another 737 Max 8 which occurred in October the previous year in
Indonesia (Rucinski & Shepardson 2019). The Pangkal Pinang bound flight crashed
minutes after taking off from Indonesia’s capital, Jakarta, killing all passengers and crew
on board. Sadly, 346 lives were lost in both accidents within a space of six months.
The combined effect of these two accidents triggered considerable international
concern and backlash relative to the safety of Boeing’s flagship plane, 737 Max.
Additionally, Boeing’s failure to order or initiate the process of grounding the planes
created a negative public perception of a company that places profit ahead of people.
This perception was re-echoed during the Senate committee of inquiry into the
accidents. Kelly (2019) reports that the two main political parties, Democrats and
Republicans, mutually blamed Boeing for putting profit ahead of people in the design of
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the 737 Max. The Senate further criticized the company for not taking decisive safety
measures after the Lion Air crash to prevent the Ethiopian Air crash.
To be clear, Boeing’s initial response demonstrated confidence in the Max 737
and did not accept full responsibility of the accidents. The global aircraft manufacturer
rather blamed both accidents on other factors including pilot errors, a position which
was flatly rejected by some stakeholders including the American Airlines Pilots Union.
Helmore (2019) explains that the Union maintained it made several suggestions to
Boeing concerning the faulty MCAS system before the second accident involving
Ethiopian Air flight 302.
As more evidence surfaced upon investigation, Boeing appeared to have drifted
from their initial stance of “pilot error” to accepting full responsibility of both crashes.
This was evident in a short monologue video of the CEO, David Muilenburg which was
posted on the company’s website and across all social media handles. The CEO used
the opportunity to apologize on behalf of the company for both accidents, expressed
condolences to the affected families, and assured the flying public of fixing the problem
before the 737 Max returns to service.
The 737 Max, according to Boeing’s website, is the fastest selling airplane in the
history of the company. As of August 2019, the company had received about 5000
orders from over 100 customers across the globe. However, following the two
accidents, several Airlines have either cancelled their order or reduced the quantity
significantly. It became obvious that Boeing was in deep crisis. The study therefore
poses the following questions to obtain a deeper insight into the phenomenon and
report its findings.
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i)

What was/were Boeing’s crisis communication strategy(ies)?

ii)

Are the crisis response strategies employed by Boeing commensurate with
the level of attribution of responsibility?

iii)

What are the ethical considerations surrounding Boeing’s crisis response
strategies?
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Chapter 3. Methodology
Case Study Method
This chapter is dedicated to the methods adopted for the research. Case study
research was completed using the following qualitative research concepts; (i) define the
case under study; (ii) determined relevant data to be collected; and (iii) and analyze the
data for interpretation (Yin, 2009).
Several studies have been conducted into crisis management involving airline
companies like British Airways in times past. However, very little is known relative to
crisis that involves an aerospace company in the shape of Boeing. This and many other
reasons surrounding the issue present an interesting phenomenon to study. This
demands that a thorough approach is adopted to gain deeper understanding into the
crisis. Against this background, the study adopted a case study methodology as it
provides the required mechanism to obtain detailed insight into the phenomenon.
According to Yin (2009), “a case study is an empirical study that examines
present or ongoing phenomenon thoroughly and within its real-life context, particularly
when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 18).
By defining the area of study to a specific proportion, a researcher can study in-depth a
phenomenon of interest (Yin, 2018). The features of specificity and contemporariness
makes this methodology the most suitable approach for the study.
Another unique capability of case study methodology is its suitability in answering
the how, who, and why questions in research. The methodology is concerned with
examining individual or multiple units of study using well-known data collection methods
such as surveys, interview, and observation (Yin, 2009). The uniqueness and
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contemporary nature of the case under review makes this methodology the most
suitable approach. Against this background, the researcher would be able to collect
relevant data concerning the Boeing 737 Max crisis in relation to the company’s crisis
communication strategy.
The Boeing 737 Max crisis received huge attention worldwide. Major news
channels such as Fox, CNN, C-SPAN, and MSNBC covered the story extensively. The
US Government described it as a public safety issue and set up a committee chaired by
Congressman Peter Anthony DeFazio to investigate. Subsequently, Boeing’s CEO
Denis Muilenburg was summoned before Congress to testify on several matters relating
to the crisis.
Data Collection
The study is concerned with a specific contemporary phenomenon – Boeing 737
Max crisis which occurred in 2019 and continues to take different forms as evidence
unfolds. The research adopted multiple data collection techniques e.g., (observation
and purposive sampling) from multiple secondary sources for analysis. Flick (2014)
explains that the adoption of multiple data collection techniques and sources in
sociological research improves the credibility of the findings and enables distinctive
interpretations incorporated into data analysis and conclusions.
Secondary Sources
These are sources that are known to collect related data for other purposes
(Salkind, 2010). For this study, secondary data collection sources comprise the
regulatory body’s report, news media reports, investigators’ analysis, industry experts’
comments, and relevant stakeholder interactions. Public information from Federal
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departments such as the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB)and the Federal
Aviation Authority (FAA) were sourced. Again, transcripts of Boeing’s President and
CEO – Dennis Muilenburg’s testimony before the House Committee were sourced.
Finally, major business and aviation news portal reports on the crisis were also sampled
and analyzed.
Evident to the nature of the case study method, the known principles regarding
sample size are irrelevant. Rather, Yin (2009) encourages researchers to focus on
getting information on the various aspects of the case. This may include information that
is at variance to other information. Creswell (2013) terms this sampling process
‘purposeful maximal variation’ which means getting different perspectives on the
phenomenon under study. The sources include US Senate, Boeing, and the news
media (i.e., CNN, FX, Reuters, NY Times, Forbes, Washington Post). See Table 1.1.
The justification for selecting these sources is to understand the crisis from
multiple independent observers’ perspective, and contrast with Boeing’s understanding.
The study expects to obtain the facts of the crisis from the regulatory agencies (NTSB,
FAA) and investigative body (Senate). The selected news media are expected to
provide exploratory information in the form of previous history, affected stakeholders
and current events on the crisis to the study.
Selection of Sources
As noted earlier, the credibility of the data source is important to ensure the
worthiness of the findings. Therefore, for each category of source, the study adopted a
benchmark criterion based on the following considerations: i) authority, ii) accuracy, iii)
objective, iv) currency, and v) coverage.
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Authority: In this study, authority refers to the expertise of the source and clarity
of content in relation to the subject matter (Mulhern, 2010).
Accuracy: The study explains accuracy as the veracity of factual statement by a
legitimate authority that is relevant to the study (Mulhern, 2010).
Objectivity: The study defines objectivity as the fairness of material devoid of
advertising, bias, and hidden agendas and or impartial language (Mulhern, 2010).
Currency: The study defines currency as the most-up-to-date material available
and relevant to the research for analysis (Mulhern, 2010).
Coverage: Finally, the study defines coverage as the completeness of data that
has a clear path of source for (Mulhern, 2010). Please see table 1 for selection of
sources.
Table 1
Sources of Data
No.:

Source

Material

1.

Senate Committee on Transportation and

Transcript of hearing

Infrastructure.

proceedings on 737 MAX

Senate Committee on Transportation and

Final report on 737 MAX

2.

Infrastructure.
3.

Boeing’s internally created

Press

communications

conference/release,
website content.

4.

CNN, FOX, MSNBC, REUTERS, NEW

Media reports and

YORK TIMES, WASHINGTON POST

articles.
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Attribution Variables
The theory of attribution is a socio-psychological philosophy that seeks to explain
how people make sense of events. Attribution is more prevalent when an event occurs,
especially a crisis incident. The overall attribution is that responsibility lies with the entity
involved directly or natural (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). Against the tenets of situational
crisis communication theory (SCCT), the study will observe the general outlook of the
crisis in terms of attribution, responsibility, and the impact it had on Boeing, vis-à-vis the
company’s crisis response strategy.
Study Variable 1
Coombs (2004) identified factors that alters the attribution of responsibility and
deepens the threat pose by crisis. These factors include i) crisis history which explains
an organization’s history in relation to a similar crisis. Previous history increases the
level of threat and attribution as it establishes a pattern of notoriety. ii) Prior reputation
explains whether an organization is perceived positive or negative based on its handling
of stakeholders in the past (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). Presently, SCCT differentiates
between low and high attribution of responsibility. However, Coombs and Holladay
(2002) note that an organization can experience a combination of both levels (i.e., high
attribution based on its crisis history and low attribution for crisis type).
Considering the long history of Boeing in the aerospace industry, this variable
presents a fascinating perspective to the study. The study will explore the crisis
response strategies of Boeing in relation to stakeholder attribution of responsibility in the
MAX 737 crisis. Research question one (1) addresses these goals.
RQ1: What was/were Boeing’s crisis communication strategy(ies)?
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Study Variable 2
SCCT suggests a two-step method of examining the crisis threat to reputation.
The first is the determination of the type of crisis that confronts an organization. SCCT
proposes three groups of crisis type: i) victim, ii) accident, and iii) intentional. Whereas
the victim type crisis is known to have low crisis responsibility or threat, accident and
intentional crisis type convey minimal and strong crisis responsibility or threat,
respectively (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). The study will classify the 737 Max accidents
according to SCCT crisis categorization and measure corresponding responsibility or
threat to Boeing.
Study Variable 3
Advanced by Coombs (2007), situational crisis communication theory outlines
four types of crisis response strategy; i) denial, ii) diminishing, iii) rebuilding and, iv)
bolstering. The denial strategy is deployed by attacking the accuser, deny the crisis, or
blaming an entity outside the organization. Diminishment strategy proffer excuses for
the crisis or justification for the incident. The rebuilding strategy works by offering
compensation and or apology to victims of the crisis. In a nutshell, it represents an
acceptance of responsibility for a crisis. Lastly, the bolstering strategy adopts the tactic
of reminding stakeholders about previous good deeds of an organization.
These strategies are categorized by an organization’s stance relative to its
responsibility in crisis. SCCT recommends the alignment of organization’s response
strategy with its goals and crisis type. Based on alignment between organizational
goals, crisis type, and response strategy, a specific response strategy is then
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prescribed. These recommendations will greatly assist the analysis presented in this
study. Research question two (2) addresses these objectives.
RQ2: Are the crisis response strategies employed by Boeing commensurate with
the level of attribution of responsibility?
Image Restoration Variable
As a deviation from SCCT which appears to emphasize the receiver (i.e.,
attribution of responsibility made by the publics), image restoration theory appears to
have the sender at the heart (i.e., verbal defense communication strategies of an
organization). Propounded by W. Benoit (1995), the theory is sometimes referred to as
image repair theory (Benoit & Pang, 2008). Referenced from the theories’ workings,
IRT opens with a threat to an organization’s reputation (image). IRT explains that an
offensive act and accusation constitute the two main elements of attack to an
organization. Further, an offensive act could become a threat when an organization is
faulted for being responsible for a crisis (Benoit & Pang, 2008).
According to IRT, the primary medium of image repair and or defending
reputation is communication. Benoit (1995) maintains that organizational
communication is goal-oriented and keeping a positive organization reputation is at the
core of the objective of communication. Image restoration is not limited to only
organizations (Benoit, 1995). The theory has been applied in different crisis situations
including celebrities and politics (Benoit 1995).
IRT suggests a couple of image restoration strategies, however, the basic
communication recommendation from IRT is the stressing on apology and acceptance
of responsibility. The third research question will examine the response
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recommendations of IRT in relation to Boeing’s ethical considerations and image
restoration exercise.
RQ3: What are the ethical considerations surrounding Boeing’s crisis
response strategies?
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Chapter 4. Findings and Analysis
The 737 MAX crisis is the zenith of several events coming together in a manner
that was not anticipated by Boeing. The company’s disregard for the crisis prodromes
and subsequent failure to prevent the second accident created several dimensions that
could be discussed from different perspectives for academic purposes. For this section,
the researcher reports i) the ethical consideration of Boeing’s actions prior to and after
the accidents, and ii) the company’s crisis communication strategy in the face of the
selected crisis communication theories for the study (i.e., Apologia, Image Restoration,
and Situational Crisis Communication Theory). The chapter analyzes data from the
perspective of stakeholders affected by this crisis against the unique interest of each
stakeholder. The analysis stems from available data sourced from relevant sources for
the study – (i.e., Boeing’s official sources, news reports and articles, and independent
investigators reports).
RQ1: What was Boeing’s crisis communication strategy?
Crisis Management
Following the second crash involving Ethiopian airline flight 302, the 737 Max
crisis became topical on major news channels, blog posts and social media platforms.
The Max crisis became primetime news across several mainstream news media around
the globe. Individuals and interest groups including pilots, cabin crew, government
officials, passengers, families of the victims, and sections of the general public voiced
their views, each adopting a media platform they deemed fit.
The Max crisis had a sprawling effect on several people drawn from different
geographic locations. Shepardson (2020) states that the victims of both accidents (i.e.,
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Lion Air flight 610 and Ethiopian Airline flight 302) are from 35 countries excluding the
United States. Although the Max crisis is considered international, its local dimension is
apparent. On a micro level, East Tennessee State University (ETSU) lost one its
members to the Ethiopian Airline crash. Dingler (2019) of the East Tennessean
newspaper reported the death of ETSU medical resident Dr. Manisha Nukavarapu in
the March 21st edition. The 28-year-old internal medicine resident was among the 157
passengers flying to Kenya on that fateful day. This demonstrates the extent of the
crisis and outlines the expansive stakeholders. The diverse nature of the stakeholders,
coupled with their unique characteristics and interest, presented an enormous crisis
management challenge. Boeing needed to respond to international and local queries at
the same time.
Provide Update to Stakeholders
Approximately 24 hours after the second accident, Boeing issued a first public
statement on the crisis (please see Appendix A). Filled with words of condolences and
comfort, the statement assured the families and loved ones of the victims. For example,
“Our purpose at Boeing is to bring families, friends and loved ones together with our
commercial airplanes—safely. The tragic losses of Ethiopian Airlines Flight 302 and
Lion Air Flight 610 affect us all, uniting people and nations in shared grief for all those in
mourning. Our hearts are heavy, and we continue to extend our deepest sympathies to
the loved ones of the passengers and crew on board.” The statement further informed
the general public of the company’s willingness to assist investigators in Ethiopia and
USA to unravel the mystery surrounding both accidents. Also, the company addressed
segmented audiences including i) victims’ families, ii) regulatory authorities (i.e., Federal
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Aviation Authority – FAA and National Transportation and Safety Board - NTSB); iii)
Government officials (i.e., President and Senate); iv) customers – airlines; and v) pilots
unions and others with a specific message for each targeted audience.
A key stakeholder the company engaged was the president of the United States,
Donald Trump. The company published a telephone conversation the CEO had with the
president. Mr. Muilenburg was said to have assured the President of the safety of the
737 MAX. Their engagement followed the President’s Twitter post criticizing the
complexities in flying modern airplanes. Please see Figure 1.
Figure 1.
Screenshot of POTUS Twitter Post in March 2019

Unfortunately for Boeing, some of the victims’ families appeared either not
convinced or satisfied with the company’s crisis intervention program(s). A good number
of them showed interest in the hearing proceedings before the Senate Committee on
Transportation and Infrastructure. Particularly during the CEO testimony, several people
thronged the Senate House holding pictures of their lost relatives as a demonstration of
their misery.
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The Role of Social Media
Pew Internet & American Life (2010) explain social media as a broad term that
denotes an age of web-powered applications that are developed around user-generated
content, (UGC) such as podcasts, vlogs, blogs, and social networking platforms. In this
study, the term is associated with the broader applications and digital instruments that
enable and facilitate interactive dialogue between and among stakeholders of the 737
Max accidents.
According to Pew Internet & American Life (2010), the use of social media by
stakeholders shot up exponentially during that crisis. Experts opine that social
participation is the new order in effective crisis management (Palen, 2008). Further,
Sweetser and Metzgar (2007) argue that stakeholders who are active or become active
social media users as a result of a crisis ascribe higher level of credibility to social
media engagement than traditional media. Choi and Lin (2009) conclude that among all
stakeholders, social media offer emotional support during a crisis by enabling users to
virtually group together, comfort each other, share information, and demand resolution.
These studies further affirm the argument that social media could be integrated into any
crisis communication strategy. The question, however, remains how to do so.
Together with other known forms of information dissemination and public
engagement, social media represents an essential set of communication channels
crucial to the strategic management of any crisis in modern day. Nonetheless, an entity
can only unlock this potential if those tools are employed as part of a wider crisis
communication strategy (Mellalieu, 2016).
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Due to its human-interest appeal, the 737 MAX crisis attracted quite a
reasonable attention across all media platforms, both traditional and new. That part of
the media interest emanates from the fact that “crisis is dramatic and newsworthy. For
that reason, media reporting not only define, but make salient the conditions of crisis.”
Heath (2012, p. 1).
However, the conversation on social media platforms could best be described
fluid and multi-dimensional. Different stakeholders contributed to different conversations
on social media based on the audience they represent and how they are affected.
These stakeholders either started their own conversation or contributed to an on-going
dialogue on a platform they deemed fit. (Please see Figures 2 and 3).
Figure 2.
Screenshot of Senator Mitt Romney’s Tweet

Figure 3.
Screenshot of The Associated Press’ Tweet
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Boeing’s crisis communications strategy included the use of social media to
provide periodic updates to all stakeholders. The company adopted the main social
media channels (i.e., Twitter and Facebook) to provide regular updates. (Please see
Figures 4 and 5) Notably, within the first 48 hours after the second accident, the
company provided update to stakeholders at shorter intervals - hours. However, as time
goes by, fewer updates were provided at extended intervals.
Sampled Twitter and Facebook post by Boeing

Figure 4.
Screenshot of Boeing’s Twitter Post in March 2019

Fig. 1.3 Boeing’s Tweet in March 2019
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Figure 5.
Screenshot of Boeing’s Facebook Post in March 2019

Predictably, every update Boeing provided on social media ignited endless
interaction among stakeholders, highlighting the impact of the crisis on the lives of
people and businesses. Whilst some stakeholders expressed their frustration and
disappointment in Boeing’s handling of the crisis, others criticized the perceived fallen
safety standards at the company. For example, Congressman Jesús Garcia,
Representative for Illinois, quoted portions of Boeing’s internal survey report in 2006
where an employee Curtis Ewbank mentioned, ‘‘Boeing management was more
concerned with cost and schedule than safety and quality.” The legislator concluded his
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remarks, “It is pretty clear there has been a culture of greed and compromising safety at
Boeing.”
Again, the rubbing effects of social media content on traditional media were
clearly manifested in this crisis. Several major news media outlets including CNN,
CNBC, and FOX NEWS sourced news items on the crisis from social media sites and
ran their own narrative on the crisis. Notably, Twitter posts by the President of USA,
(Donald Trump), notable legislators, and the official Boeing Twitter handle accounts
found their way onto some of these traditional media giants.
Interaction on YouTube
Although research continues to grow in the area of social media in the
communication mix during crisis, most often the focus is on Facebook and Twitter to the
neglect of video sharing platforms such as YouTube, Vimeo, Snapchat, TikTok,
Pinterest, and others. Perhaps, this could be attributed to the level of user interactions
seen on these platforms. Girard (2019) explains that though YouTube is the second
biggest search engine in the world, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram remain
pacesetters in terms of user interaction and engagement.
Several examples exist to show how the power of YouTube has been harnessed
by companies to manage crisis in the past. Dominos and Eurostar in 2009 and KLM in
2010 are classic examples of brands that have used the video sharing app at different
times in crisis to engage their audience (please see Figure 6). Primarily, these
companies used the YouTube channel to highlight briefly on the crisis, apologize, and
inform their stakeholders on the brand’s remedial actions relative to the crisis.
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Figure 6.
Screenshot of Dominos’ President Apology on YouTube in 2009

In this study, Boeing’s approach in the use of YouTube has been observed to
follow a similar pattern to what has been the norm in the past, - render an unqualified
apology, and provide an update to stakeholders. In addition, the company employed the
services of some senior and junior staff employees who took turns to briefly talk about
the enhanced safety standards following the two accidents (please see Figure 7). This
is an approach which has the potential to win back the public trust in the 737 MAX and
the Boeing brand at large.
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Figure 7.
Screenshot of Boeing’s CEO Apology on YouTube in 2019

The study has observed that since the crisis broke in March 2019, Boeing has
posted close to 10 distinct videos on YouTube that are directly related to the crisis.
Each video is dedicated to addressing a specific topic such as international safety
protocol standards, trust, improved regulatory compliance measures, and messages of
condolences to the bereaved families. This is part of a bigger communication strategy
aimed at changing the negative public discourse surrounding the brand and restore its
image.
The impact of independent content producers on social media has helped shape
the conversation to date. YouTubers and established news media channels pieced
together content on YouTube. Ranging from video clips to photo montage videos, each
piece of content observed the crisis from a different perspective. The conversation
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surrounding the crisis broadened as a result and invited different stakeholders to
participate.
Participants in some videos were drawn from aviation related disciplines such as
engineers, cabin crew, journalists, pilots, and test pilots. The study noted that the inputs
of these professionals enriched the interaction on social media. Sometimes, they
endeavored to breakdown complex and technical aviation terms for easy
comprehension for the distressed audiences.
Some of the victims’ families participated in a couple of the videos. Amidst teary
eyes, they narrated the favorites of the victim they represented and how their loss has
affected them. Most often, these admissions by the relatives of the victims draw several
messages of condolence from users on the site, giving credence to the social nature of
the site under observation - YouTube. The inclusion of such constituents presented a
unique view into the lives of the victims prior to the accidents. It is instructive to note that
a couple of videos cited by the study on social media sites were just a rehash of what
has been published by news media channels.
Victims’ Family Support
As noted earlier, the victims of the twin accidents can be found in 35 foreign
countries excluding United States and Canada (Shepardson, 2019). Boeing engaged
the victims’ families in several dialogue sessions aimed at understanding their plight and
how the company could support them handling their misery. This was revealed by the
CEO in one of the hearing sessions on the floor of Senate with the following, “We talked
about their stories, we listened. And we, further into the conversation, you know, talked
about safety, talked about changes, talked about what my company has learned, what I
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have learned. We talked about our commitment to never letting this happen again, to
preventing any future accidents like this. You know, it was—one thing I wanted to
convey to the families.”
In addition, Boeing pledged an amount of $100 million in financial assistance to
address the financial needs of the bereaved families and communities affected by the
accidents. The company appointed renowned Washington lawyers Kenneth R. Feinberg
and Camille S. Biros as administrators of the fund which was later named Boeing
Financial Assistance Fund. The company stated that 50% (i.e. $50 million) of the said
fund will paid directly as compensation to the families of the victims. This translates into
an amount of $144,500 to the family of each victim. The company would partner nonprofit and local governments to disburse the remaining 50% (i.e., $50 million) in funds to
support the education and economic empowerment exercises in affected communities.
Further, Boeing in partnership with Global Impact established the One Boeing Support
Fund. This was a charitable fund which provided an avenue for Boeing employees, past
and present, to contribute towards creating a long-term change in affected communities.
All funds realized would be matched dollar-for-dollar by the company. A dedicated
website, BoeingFinancialAssistanceFund.com, was created to provide information to the
general public on the Boeing Community Investment Fund.
Finally, the study can conclude that Boeing’s crisis response strategy did not only
focus on media, industry, and government relations. In addition, the company treated
the crisis as community event rather than just an organization crisis. This explains the
community-based interventions to mitigate the impact of the accidents on the victims’
families and affected communities.
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Boeing’s Image Restoration Strategy
The foundation of Benoit’s Image Restoration Theory (IRT) is applicable after an
attack on an organization’s reputation or image (Coombs, 2012). Benoit further
classifies the attack into two categories; i) an offensive act; and ii) an accusation of
responsibility for wrongdoing. Though the theory suggests series of potential response
strategies that an organization could employ, Benoit and Pang (2008), explain that the
basic crisis communication recommendation of IRT is the importance of accepting
responsibility and apologizing accordingly through public relations interventions and
other communication exercises.
The 737 MAX crisis is perhaps the largest crisis in Boeing’s history and one of
the biggest in aviation industry. Irrespective of how the incident is observed, Boeing
appears to be responsible for the loss of lives in the accidents. This accusation of
wrongdoing has threatened the reputation of a company that prides itself as a symbol of
engineering excellence in the world. This study noted that Boeing’s choice of denial
response strategy initially was not sustainable. The flight data recordings and cockpit
conversations suggest that the pilots of both Ethiopian Airline flight 302 and Lion Air
flight 610 were experienced crew who followed the required safety procedure
recommended by the airplane manufacturer – Boeing. It is therefore improbable to
blame the flight crew of both planes. The company’s defense fell flat in the face of
empirical evidence from investigations, and a new approach was required.
In view of this, Boeing quickly changed tactics and assumed apologetic posture
which would later become the main crisis communication strategy. The study identified
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that Boeing maintained this image restoration approach together with other prescribed
mitigation measures to defend its reputation.
Finally, Boeing’s image restoration strategy occasioned management reshuffle
and termination of appointments. Notable among the reshuffle includes the sacking of
CEO Dennis Muilenburg. Before he exited, Mr. Muilenburg was the principal
spokesperson of the crisis response team and represented the organization during the
Senate Committee hearing and responded to questions from the House. Although his
comments on ‘pilot error’ became unpopular among stakeholders, it was clear that he
knew what needed to be done and understood the technicalities surrounding the
accidents. However, he appeared overly optimistic on the immediate return of the 737
MAX to service which was seen in certain quarters as pressuring the FAA to recertify
the airplane. Further, the Senate report cited Mr. Muilenburg to have superintended
over a broken system at Boeing which occasioned the crisis. In his place, the
company’s Chief Financial Officer, Greg Smith, was appointed interim CEO whilst David
L. Calhoun prepared to take over as substantive CEO in January 2020 (Boeing, 2019).
With the above measures, the study concludes that Boeing has put in place one of the
most effective image restoration strategies which portrays a positive new image of a
company that wants to be perceived as a socially responsible entity. The success or
otherwise of the strategies (i.e., apologia, SCCT, and image restoration) will be
determined with time.
In conclusion, the 737 MAX crisis characterized a growing concern of ethical
breakdown among key stakeholders of Boeing including past and present employees.
Over the past 18 months, the company has come under severe criticism over its quest
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to satisfy Wall Street at the expense of safety standards. The company’s perceived laidback approach towards the first accident and the attempt to escape responsibility after
the second crash smack a deficient of empathy towards stakeholders. Considering this,
it is fair to theorize that Boeing’s reputation has been battered, incurred financial loss,
and frosted its relationship with stakeholders.
RQ2: Are the crisis response strategies used by Boeing commensurate with the
level of attribution of responsibility?
Attribution of Responsibility
The Situational Crisis Communication Theory SCCT classifies crisis into three
broad groups; victim, accidental, and preventable. Based on the type of crisis
encountered, the theory explains that stakeholders attribute varying levels of crisis
responsibility to an organization. Preventable crisis such as management misconduct
and corporate unethical and illegal practices creates the highest level of attribution,
whilst product tampering or workplace violence and accidental crisis are noted to create
minimal and low attribution, respectively. With this knowledge, the theory recommends
the adoption of a crisis response strategy commensurate with the level of attribution of
responsibility to an organization (Coombs & Holladay, 2002).
The study observed multiple characteristics of the 737 MAX crisis that elicit the
idea of management misconduct which is known to create the highest level of
attribution. The Senate report outlying issues such as culture of concealment, Boeing’s
influence over the regulatory body (FAA), and production pressure that undermines
safety standards as part of events that led to the demise of 137 passengers,
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subsequent grounding of the airplane, and an unprecedented financial loss of $19 billion
to the company.
Consequently, stakeholders attributed a high level of responsibility to the
company for the various omissions and commissions which led to the crisis. SCCT
suggests that the higher the attribution of responsibility, the more apologetic and
compassionate the crisis communication strategy ought to be in order to limit the
reputation damage caused by the crisis.
The study therefore acknowledged the steps taken by Boeing towards regaining
the public trust through varying crisis response strategies. It was observed that Boeing
employed multiple strategies including ingratiation and mortification to manage the
crisis. The study identified Boeing’s ingratiation strategy to include the payment of
compensations to all directly affected stakeholders (i.e., $144,500 to victims’ families
and undisclosed amount to airlines). Further, Boeing adopted a mortification strategy
which translates into taking responsibility of the and crisis and addressing the needs of
the victims through varied interventions. The study identified this strategy in the
allocation of $50 million to non-profit organization towards education and economic
support for affected communities. In accordance with the recommendations of SCCT,
the study finds Boeing’s decision to fully cooperate with investigators, and management
reshuffle as laudable measures which proportionate to the level of attribution the
company faced.
RQ3: What are the ethical considerations surrounding Boeing’s crisis response
strategies?
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Ethical Consideration and Apologia Theory
An organization in crisis has the option to choose which crisis response
strategies to deploy to manage its reputation. However, Coombs and Holladay (2002)
posit that the choice of an intervention strategy should be borne out of ethical
consideration, an understanding of stakeholder attribution of responsibility and the
framing of perception based on contributing factors such as human error, organizational
error, or technical error. To be ethical, an organization must divulge the facts of the
cause of the accident without shielding any person or group of people who may be
culpable. A technical or human error should be reported as such and any attempt at
twisting the facts surrounding a crisis would only buy a short-term relief which would
eventually hurt an organization’s reputation when uncovered.
Boeing’s ethical consideration surrounding the 737 MAX crisis came under
intense scrutiny particularly after the second accident. From the manufacturing of the illfated airplanes to the handling of the crisis, various questions were raised concerning
the ethical responsibility of the company towards its expansive stakeholders. As noted
by Vigsø (2012), an ethical apologia should tick the following boxes; i) truthful, ii)
sincere, iii) timely, iv) voluntary, v) address all stakeholders, and vi) performed in an
appropriate context. Boeing’s apologia strategy as observed by the study missed some
of these key metrics that would have made it authentic and effective.
The study noted that Boeing’s apologia strategy partly conforms to the above
prescription but also widely deviates at certain instances. For example, CEO Muilenburg
admitted at the Senate hearing of the company’s culpability with the following quotation,
“We have learned, as I mentioned earlier, we made some mistakes. We discovered
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some things we didn’t get right. And we own that. We are responsible for our airplanes”
(Senate hearing transcript pg. 26). Although such admission is an essential component
in an apologia strategy, the study finds that the company unduly delayed in admitting
responsibility and only did so after media reports identified similarities between both
accidents and attributed the cause to a possible faulty sensor.
Perhaps, one of the largest blunders of Boeing was the lack of full discloser of
the presence and functioning of the Maneuvering Characteristics Augmentation System
(MCAS) to the airlines. Also, the way the company downplayed issues of the MCAS
prior to the accidents leaves much to be desired. The Senate inquiry report noted, “In
several critical instances, Boeing withheld crucial information from the FAA, its
customers, and 737 MAX pilots. This included concealing the very existence of MCAS
from 737 MAX pilots” (The House final report, p. 13). Further, Southwest Airline pilots
and Allied Pilots Association (APA) of American Airlines reported that Boeing resisted
calls to fix the faulty system when it was brought to their attention (Newburger, 2019).
Aviation experts attributed Boeing’s insensitivity towards fixing the MCAS to a
concentration on the company’s bottom-line as well as the need to protect the unique
selling proposition of the 737 MAX which suggested that pilots of previous 737
generations do not need lengthy simulator training in order to fly the new 737 Max.
Therefore, any attempt at correcting this system would have eroded the unique selling
proposition of the 737 MAX.
Again, Boeing was blamed for not disclosing the findings of their investigation
into the Lion Air accident. It was reported that the company deliberately watered down
the risk of the faulty sensor (MCAS) for fear of triggering a worldwide grounding of the
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airplane. The study finds that this poor judgement by the company undermines its
apologia strategy and paints a picture of an organization that is determined to deceive
its stakeholders even in the face of public safety. With such negative public perception,
Boeing’s apologia strategy struggled to make the needed impact of winning the trust of
the publics.
Despite the above-mentioned deficiencies, the study noted that Boeing
cooperated fully with Congressional lawmakers and in some cases, proactively provided
information that was rather disturbing to the company’s image. For instance, Kitroeff
(2020) reports that to demonstrate the company’s transparency and commitment to the
Congressional inquiry, Boeing proactively released employees’ internal communication
surrounding the 737 MAX to investigators. These messages, both emails and instant
messages, included damaging conversations among test pilots and other employees
who described the design and production of the airplane as “designed by clowns and
supervised by monkeys” (Shephardson, 2020 para. 1).
In some fashion, Boeing employees admitted having deceived the regulator (i.e.,
FAA) officials and jested about possible flaws in the grounded airplane. Subsequently,
the company issued an official statement on its website and apologized to the FAA,
Congress, Airline customers, and the flying public. The study noted that this act by
Boeing is one of the biggest acts of transparency in dealing with the crisis as
recommended by apologia theory. This is a commendable effort that could possibly
restore some dignity to the company as it continued to repair its reputation.
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Chapter 5. Discussion
This chapter discusses extensively various aspects of the 737 Max crisis; i) the
global response to the crisis; ii) the financial and economic impact of the crisis; ii) the
role of traditional and social media iii) the current state of victims’ family; iv) Boeing’s
crisis management strategy; and v) ethical considerations.
Financial Loss
Boeing is an iconic American company that represents the country’s engineering
prowess and leadership in global aviation. According to the company’s annual financial
report for the year 2018, Boeing posted a record breaking 101.1 billion in revenue,
making it one of the most profitable companies in America surpassing the $100 billion
figure for the first time.
Further, in the last quarter of 2018, Sheetz and Macias (2019) report that the
DOW component of Boeing’s stock rose after the company posted a year-end revenue
that broke Wall Street’s predictions. This feat was attributed to a record-breaking
number of airplanes delivered (i.e., particularly 737 MAX) to its customers in 2018.
Subsequently, Boeing reported an adjusted $5.48 per share surpassing analysts’
forecast by 91 cents. The company’s revenue swelled by $ 28.3 billion – a billion more
than what analysts predicted and had a positive outlook going into the year 2019.
Contrary to previous revenue increases, beginning March 2019, after the
worldwide grounding of the 737 Max airplanes, experts envisioned that the crisis could
deprive Boeing of crucial financial resources that could otherwise help the company
attain its revenue target for the 2019 financial year. The company’s share took a
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nosedive which appeared irredeemable on the stock market (Sheetz & Macias, 2019).
Please see Figure 8.

Figure 8.
Screenshot of Boeing’s Stock from March to May 2019 (Source: Nasdaq)

At the early stages of the crisis, Boeing reported that it would allocate an amount
of $ 4.9 billion to account for compensations and concessions to its customers in
response to the grounding of the 737 MAX and deferments in fulfilling orders for the
plane. Industry analysts explain that the amount represents $ 8.74 per share and could
deny the company from posting profit in a quarter – the first time since 2016 and only its
second in a decade (Bogaisky, 2019).
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Subsequently, the third quarter of 2019, saw Boeing announcing a $9 billion loss
in revenue due to the grounding of the 737 Max. Bogaisky (2019) reports that this
represents an increase of $900 million more than what the company earlier estimated
as it posted a 51% glide in its third-quarter revenue. Aviation analyst attributed the loss
to the reduction in production, and a freeze in the delivery of new 737 MAX as a result
of the two accidents.
In a quarterly earnings report released in January 2020, Boeing announced that it
has estimated the cost of the grounding of the 737 MAX to exceed $18 billion. This is
the largest loss announced by the airplane manufacturer since the crisis began in March
2019. According to Gelles (2020), the reviewed amount was linked to the company’s
decision to halt the production of the 737 MAX temporarily, shutting down the factory,
and payment of compensation for affected airlines in a form of cash payments and
discounts on future purchases.
According to industry watchers, the future financial implication of the 737 MAX
crisis occasioned by the cancellation of orders remains a worry for the company. For
instance, Shepardson and Ajmera (2020) report that in April 2020, Boeing recorded
zero orders whilst some customers including China Development Bank Financial
Leasing Co and General Electric’s Aircraft Leasing (GECAS) cancelled a staggering
108 737 MAX orders. This marks the worst start to a year for the company since 1962.
Economic Impact
Boeing maintains a unique position United States economy. The company is the
largest exporter in the country and the heaviest weight on the Dow Jones Industrial
Average, DJI (Timmons & Schneider, 2020). It is therefore reasonable to assume that
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any disruption in the operations of an entity with such prominence could affect the
country’s economy negatively. This position was corroborated by the United States
Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin in January 2020. He stressed that “Boeing is one of
the largest exporters and with the 737 MAX, I think that could impact GDP as much as
50 basis points this year” (Newburger, 2020).
Although Boeing did not intend to lay off employees as a result of the 737 MAX
crisis, the story is different among the company’s value chain. Several companies and
vendors that produce essential components for the 737 MAX have been denied a cash
flow as Boeing halts the ill-fated airplane production. For instance, Spirit AeroSystems,
a company that builds fuselages for the 737 MAX furloughed nearly 2,800 workers at its
Kansas plant, and it is not clear when they will be recalled (Newburger, 2020).
Limitations, Recommendations and Conclusion
This section underscores the delimitations of the study. It is expected that the
information provided below will guide future research and highlight avenues hitherto
unknown for further studies. The study is an addition to existing literature that
investigates the crisis communication strategy surrounding the Boeing 737 MAX crisis.
Primarily, the study is a wholly qualitative and descriptive single case study that
examined the crisis against specific crisis communication theories; i) apologia; ii)
situational crisis communication; iii) dialogic and iv) image restoration. As a result,
relevant literature was sourced thereby limiting the scope of the study. This research
methodology takes into consideration the researcher’s subjective feelings may influence
the direction of the study. Against this background, future studies are encouraged to
consider different theories and research methodologies to examine this phenomenon.
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The editorial choice for this study relied heavily on secondary data collected from
relevant sources. This data collection method helped the researcher to remain focused
on the research questions posed to steer the study to conclusion. However, it also
meant that the researcher had no control over the methodology used in gathering the
primary data.
Further, this study is concerned with a single phenomenon, as a result, the
researcher cannot be certain if the case examined is indicative of a broader case of
similar instances. This suggests that findings from the research are specific to this crisis
and may not be generalized or transferred to other scenarios. Notwithstanding, the
study seeks to add to existing literature that investigates specific crisis and examine in
detail the crisis response strategy using the prescribed crisis communications theories.
Recommendations
The 737 Max crisis has proven to be a fluid situation to bring under control since
it broke 18 months ago. The crisis is characterized by fast paced developments and
extensive stakeholder interest creating several layers to manage effectively. The study
commends Boeing for adopting far-reaching strategies aimed at mitigating the crisis
impact on its reputation. However, in order to effectively manage the crisis, and forestall
future occurrences, the researcher recommends the following crisis management
interventions.
Firstly, the study revealed that Boeing’s laidback posture towards a crucial
prodrome (i.e., the first accident) proved to become the launchpad for the second crash.
In view of this, the researcher recommends that the company adopts a proactive crisis
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management approach, prioritizing mechanisms that would identify red flags and deal
with them effectively.
Additionally, a crisis management mishap was identified by the lack of
consistency in Boeing’s preliminary messaging. Boeing’s contrasting messaging created
a negative perception of blame shifting in order to escape responsibility. Therefore, the
study recommends that this situation could be addressed with a comprehensive and
updated crisis communication plan. A crisis communication plan would ensure
consistent delivery of messages to relevant stakeholders across all channels in a timely
manner.
Further, it has been noted earlier that Boeing’s decision not to disclose the
presence and function of the MCAS software to pilots, and the decision to delay fixing
the said sensors after the Lion Air accident were perceived insensitive and unethical.
The researcher therefore recommends that future corporate decision take into
consideration the ethical responsibility of the company towards ensuring the safety of
the public.
Finally, Gelles (2019) reports that 40% of regular passengers surveyed by
Boeing in December 2019 expressed their unwillingness to fly the 737 MAX. The study,
however, could not identify a clear intervention by Boeing to address this concern. The
study therefore recommends that Boeing take concrete steps to win the approval of the
737 MAX. The researcher recommends that through a close collaboration with Airlines,
Boeing undertakes consumer relations tactics such as fly ticket discounts and or
coupons to incentivize air passengers to fly the 737 MAX.
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Conclusion
The 737 Max crisis could be attributed to several technical and corporate issues
coming together to hurt Boeing’s reputation. However, critical to re-establish the
company’s position as a responsible corporate entity greatly depends on effective
interventions birthed by the crisis response strategy. As it stands, it appears Boeing is
on course to repair its image with their response strategies. However, the overall impact
of the strategies will be determined over time.
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APPENDIX: Boeing’s Statement to Stakeholders

Our Commitment
We know lives depend on the work we do, and our teams embrace that responsibility
with a deep sense of commitment every day. Our purpose at Boeing is to bring family,
friends and loved ones together with our commercial airplanes—safely. The tragic
losses of Ethiopian Airlines Flight 302 and Lion Air Flight 610 affect us all, uniting people
and nations in shared grief for all those in mourning. Our hearts are heavy, and we
continue to extend our deepest sympathies to the loved ones of the passengers and
crew on board.
Safety is at the core of who we are at Boeing, and ensuring safe and reliable travel
on our airplanes is an enduring value and our absolute commitment to everyone.
This overarching focus on safety spans and binds together our entire global aerospace
industry and communities. We’re united with our airline customers, international
regulators and government authorities in our efforts to support the most recent
investigation, understand the facts of what happened and help prevent future tragedies.
Based on facts from the Lion Air Flight 610 accident and emerging data as it becomes
available from the Ethiopian Airlines Flight 302 accident, we’re taking actions to fully
ensure the safety of the 737 MAX. We also understand and regret the challenges
for our customers and the flying public caused by the fleet’s grounding.
Our Dedication
Work is progressing thoroughly and rapidly to learn more about the Ethiopian Airlines
accident and understand the information from the airplane’s cockpit voice and flight
data recorders. Our team is on-site with investigators to support the investigation and
provide technical expertise. The Ethiopia Accident Investigation Bureau will determine
when and how it’s appropriate to release additional details.
Boeing has been in the business of aviation safety for more than 100 years, and
we’ll continue providing the best products, training and support to our global airline
customers and pilots. This is an ongoing and relentless commitment to make safe
airplanes even safer. Soon we’ll release a software update and related pilot training
for the 737 MAX that will address concerns discovered in the aftermath of the
Lion Air Flight 610 accident. We’ve been working in full cooperation with the U.S.
Federal Aviation Administration, the Department of Transportation and the National
Transportation Safety Board on all issues relating to both the Lion Air and the
Ethiopian Airlines accidents since the Lion Air accident occurred in October last year.
Our Values
Our entire team is devoted to the quality and safety of the aircraft we design, produce
and support. I’ve dedicated my entire career to Boeing, working shoulder to shoulder
with our amazing people and customers for more than three decades, and I personally
share their deep sense of commitment. Recently, I spent time with our team members
at our 737 production facility in Renton, Wash., and once again saw firsthand the
pride our people feel in their work and the pain we’re all experiencing in light of these
tragedies. The importance of our work demands the utmost integrity and excellence—
that’s what I see in our team, and we’ll never rest in pursuit of it.
Our mission is to connect people and nations, protect freedom, explore our world
and the vastness of space, and inspire the next generation of aerospace dreamers
and doers—and we’ll fulfill that mission only by upholding and living our values.
That’s what safety means to us. Together, we’ll keep working to earn and keep
the trust people have placed in Boeing.

Dennis Muilenburg
Chairman, President and CEO
The Boeing Company
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